Endothelin in the female vasculature: a role in aging?
Cardiovascular diseases are the leading cause of morbidity and mortality in the world. Aging is associated with an increased incidence of cardiovascular disease. Premenopausal women are relatively protected from vascular alterations compared with age-matched men, likely due to higher levels of the female sex hormones. However, these vasoprotective effects in women are attenuated after menopause. Thus, the vascular system in aging women is affected by both the aging process as well as loss of hormonal protection, positioning women of this age group at a high risk for cardiovascular diseases such as hypertension, myocardial infarction, and stroke. The endothelin system in general and endothelin-1 (ET-1) in particular plays an important role in the pathogenesis of vascular dysfunction associated with aging. Evidence suggests that the female sex steroids can interfere with the vascular expression and actions of ET-1 via several mechanisms, which may further contribute to pathological processes in the vasculature of aging women. In this review, we have summarized hormone-dependent vascular pathways whereby ET-1 may mediate the deleterious effects of aging in postmenopausal females.